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Fire! Fire! Ranging from a single match 
to a massive inferno encompassing 
thousands of acres of forest, fire is defi-
nitely a phenomenon to be reckoned 
with.  Weather plays a huge role on 
how that scorching, intense ball of 
flames ignites, spreads, and behaves.  
Humidity, wind, and precipitation are 
the main weather factors that affect 
fires.  The most active fire weather sea-
sons across the Mid-South occur during 
the late winter/early spring between mid 
February and early April, and also dur-
ing the fall months of October and No-
vember.  During these times of year, 
controlled burning by state and federal 
agencies are at a maximum as vegeta-
tion gets cleared before the spring 
“green-up” and before the dead of win-
ter. 

The National Weather Service has an 
obligation to state and federal agencies 
to provide warnings and detailed 
weather forecasts for fire fighting, con-
trol, and prevention.  The following fire 
weather products are issued by the Na-
tional Weather Service in Memphis. 

 

· Red Flag Warnings (RFW) 

· F i re Weather  P lann ing       
Forecasts (FWF) 

· Point Fire Weather Matrices 
(PFW) 

· Spot Weather Forecasts (FWS) 

· Fire Weather Notification          
Messages (FWN) 

 

Red Flag Warnings (RFW) are issued 
when weather conditions (relative hu-
midity values around or below 25% and 
winds above 15 mph) and dry vegeta-
tion are ideal for fire ignition and 
propagation.  When these warnings are 
issued, any outdoor burning is highly 
discouraged and not allowed in some 
areas.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fire Weather Planning Forecasts 
(FWF) are issued twice daily, at 6 AM 
and 330 PM, for a given area and con-
tain critical fire weather information 
such as cloud cover, precipitation type/
chance/duration, temperatures, relative 
humidity values, winds, mixing heights 
(heights above the ground where verti-
cal mixing ends), ventilation indices 
(measures smoke dispersion), lower 
atmospheric severity indices (same as 
Haines index which measures fire 
growth potential), and atmospheric sta-

bility.  These forecasts allow agencies 
to plan controlled burns, fight fires, and 
help counties decide whether or not to 
issue burn permits. 

Point Fire Weather Matrices (PFW), 
like the fire weather planning forecasts, 
are issued twice daily and contain the 
elements listed above, but for a specific 
location such as the St. Francis National 
Forest in Marianna, Arkansas where 
controlled burns of forests are routinely 
done by federal officials during the 
most active fire weather season. 

Spot Weather Forecasts (FWS) are 
issued by the request of a federal or 
state agency that is performing con-
trolled burning of land or forests or 
fighting wildfires.  These weather fore-
casts are specifically tailored to where 
the fire is located to ensure the most 
accurate weather forecast possible.  

Fire Weather Notification Messages 
(FWN) are issued when high fire dan-
ger is anticipated because of low hu-
midity and/or high winds, but not ex-
pected to reach Red Flag Warning crite-
ria. These messages are also issued 
when critical fire information such as 
county burning bans and state burn re-
strictions are in effect. 

 

For more information regarding fire 
weather, visit                  

www.srh.noaa.gov/meg/firewx.php   
or email                                         

Michael.Scotten@noaa.gov 

Hot Topic – Fire Weather in the Mid-South  

“The most active fire 
weather seasons across 
the Mid-South occur 

during the late winter/
early spring between 

mid February and early 
April and during the fall 
months of October and 

November.”�
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